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POSTMODERN CRITICISM 
OF NATIONAL PROPAGANDA 
FOR WAR
liana diamond
IN              AND            AUTHORS KURT VONNEGUT, TONI MORRISON 
AND URSULA LE GUIN ATTEMPT TO DISMANTLE THE ROMANTICIZED WARTIME IMAGES THAT HAVE BEEN USED TO FUEL 
RATIONALIZATIONS FOR PARTICIPATING IN WAR. TROPES SUCH AS THE ALWAYS-HEROIC SOLDIER, THE END-GOAL OF PARADISE, 
AND THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF NATIONALIST PRIDE ARE SHOWN TO BE MYTHS, AT BEST, AND OFTEN DANGEROUS DECEPTIONS.  
BY SHATTERING NATIONAL META-NARRATIVES WHICH IGNORE THE SAVAGERY AND TRAGEDY OF WAR, THESE POSTMODERN 
NOVELS REVEAL THE LESS GLORIOUS TRUTHS BEHIND THE IDEALIZED FANTASY OF FIGHTING, ULTIMATELY QUESTIONING 
THE VALIDITY OF WAR IN GENERAL.
WRITTEN at the time of the conflict with 
Vietnam, Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse Five re-
vises classic linear narrative and connects all wars 
by reflecting back on World War II. The novel 
offers a portrait of the war soldier by presenting 
a cast of young men who take up arms outside 
of Dresden, Germany. Though these soldiers are 
inexperienced and inadequate figures acting as 
heroes, they imagine themselves to be risking 
their lives for the love of their country. They 
appeal to the myths of the John Wayne hero in 
an effort to imitate a fantasy of wartime heroism 
and effectively raise war out of its savagery by 
idealizing it. Vonnegut’s representation of this 
problem with the way war is justified through 
meta-narrative can be connected to other post-
modern texts, including Toni Morrison’s Paradise 
and Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Dark-
ness. Like the idealized hero in Slaughterhouse 
Five, these novels present romanticized figures 
which fuel our rationalizations for participating 
in war. Why do postmodern novels like these ad-
dress the phenomenon of war? Do they simply 
wish to nod to those historical conflicts whose 
consequences helped shape the literature of 
postmodernism as a whole? 
All three aforementioned novels focus on the 
national ideology of war in an attempt to shatter 
those meta-narratives which ignore the incon-
sistencies between the romanticized concept 
of war and the true nature of fighting. Rather 
than uphold the accepted ideologies, these 
postmodern novels challenge them by reveal-
ing the less glorious truths behind the idealized 
fantasy of war. Slaughterhouse Five challenges 
the romanticized image of war heroism central to 
its characters’ motivations for participating in war 
by offering alternative, disturbing visions of the 
soldier. Billy Pilgrim, the protagonist of Vonne-
gut’s work, represents a ridiculous soldier unfit to 
stand at the front; stripped of his masculinity and 
apathetic to his cause, Billy mocks the war effort 
as a whole. While Vonnegut shatters the idealiza-
tion of war heroism through exposing the image 
of the inglorious soldier, Morrison critiques 
war meta-narratives by addressing the desire 
for paradise, what we fight our wars to finally 
achieve. Through rooting Paradise in the histori-
cal wounding of African Americans, she presents 
the desire to establish an isolated, exclusive 
utopia as a form of militaristic black nationalism. 
In their effort to maintain racial purity within 
Ruby, those families which hold community 
power police their paradise and suppress those 
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